The emerging issues facing the developing countries and, indeed, some of the industrialized countries in the 1980s, should be viewed from a public-policy perspective-What decisions will need to be made by governments and by international agencies? Nutrition research findings will shape the formulation of public policy and decisions on what governments and international organizations will do now and in the future about food and nutrition problems. But other events that seem quite separate from the words "food and nutrition" are often more important. Thus, the decisions of the OPEC oil cartel to increase oil prices have had direct and indirect effects on the lives of millions of people. These actions affected the pace of inflation, food prices, and, therefore, what and how much people could afford to buy. In that sense, such actions affected life and death. Existing forces that seem unrelated to nutrition can have an enormous impact on whether people eat enough of what they need to live and to function effectively.
It should be realized that nutrition problems also exist in some industrialized countries. In the United States, for example, these problems are engaging the attention of Congress, of other Government departments, and, more important, of hundreds of citizen groups across the country who are worried about everything from world hunger to the effects of additives in some processed foods. The United States ranks behind 14 other nations in the rate of infant mortality, which is related to low birth weight and maternal malnutrition. Of the more than three million children born in the United States each year, 7.6 per cent, or about a quarter of a million children, weigh less than five pounds at birth. The problem is not limited to developing countries. It affects the young and the poor, and especially the black population in the United States, and it reflects the same issue of distributive inequality that exists in developing countries.
Much of the significance of food and nutrition problems lies in the fact that what does or does not go into the mouth has a profound effect on how people work, learn, and behave. This is now receiving the attention it has long deserved. It is an extraordinarily complex area of investigation, but it is of immense importance because there is growing concern with the consequences of lessthan-severe malnutrition, in which the signs of hunger and malnutrition are not as visible as in cases of severe malnutrition. There are hundreds of millions of people in the world who are subjected to less-than-severe malnutrition, yet we know very little about what that means in terms of their ability to learn, to work, and to function in other respects. If nothing is done about it, we will risk impairment of the next generation.
The magnitude of the problem of malnutrition is such that in some countries, 50 per cent of the population does not receive adequate supplies of calories. The investigators who have been studying the relationship between calorie deficit and its effects have done a series of analyses that suggest that inadequate supplies of calories may be more powerfully related to infant mortality and life expectancy than income itself or other variables. In this sense, among the whole set of basic human needsfood, housing, health care, education-it is possible to conclude that the most critical basic need may indeed be food. Chronic hunger is not only debilitating in itself, it is associated with many forms of ill health as a result of inadequate intakes of nutrients.
One solution that is offered for the problem of malnutrition in developing countries is to wait for the economic development process to increase the food supply, and, therefore, to concentrate attention on economic growth. The evidence thus far suggests that the preoccupation with increasing food production that has characterised the approach to food problems over the past 30 years is not enough. Calculations done at the World Bank on how long it would take to solve calorie deficits through the "normal" process of development indicate that this would take far too long. In many countries, it would be a matter of generations before development could be considered complete. It begins to be clear that something outside the "normal" course of economic and social development is required.
Sol H. Chafkin The Ford Foundation, New York, New York, USA The world food and nutrition problem, like so many others, is intimately linked with financial resources, with policy decisions, and fundamentally with political decisions, and this is where the issues will centre in the 1980s. For example, how does a government harmonise incentive prices for farmers with low prices for consumers? How does a developing country facing serious problems in its balance of payments make decisions with respect to expanding agricultural exports, utilizing land that could be used for producing domestic foods? How does that government harmonize its balance-of-payments pressure for more food exports, for example, with its domestic food requirements?
This need to harmonize conflicting objectives extends to other matters. Thus, all governments, in one way or another, try to design an anti-inflation programme to keep prices under some kind of control. One part of anti inflation strategy is to try to reduce government spending. The chances are-and this is true in the United States-that those programmes cut will be welfare, health, education, and, where they exist, nutrition programmes. This gives rise, as is also happening in the United States, to the kinds of political tensions that are reported in the newspapers. Those in countries that are concerned with attempting to reduce the magnitude of serious malnutrition problems are going to run into rigid laws of internal financial stability and international financial survival, as well as a host of political interests that will be involved in all these decisions. These may be of overriding importance as governments consider both policy and programme approaches to reduce the dimensions and severity of nutrition problems.
Increasing attention is being paid to food-policy analysis-a broader perspective on food than mere food production-that encompasses manipulating the relative prices of food crops to make key foods available at lower prices to low-income populations. But most government action continues to be in the form of direct intervention programmes for feeding school-age and pre-school-age children.
It should be recognized that governments have difficulty in adopting significant policy changes one at a time. The complexity of the problems is such that changing a food policy often requires simultaneously changing several other policies, and it is asking a lot of governments to make multiple changes in an area where politicians are not certain about who loses and who gains when a policy is changed. It is for this reason that political leaders are more likely to rely on programme interventions to feed people. The people are visible, the programme can begin on a small scale, expanded if found to be effective, or eliminated, depending on what budget conditions are in a given year. While there are sometimes administrative scandals associated with food distribution programmes, these are manageable as well. The limitations on major policy changes and their constraints must be acknowledged.
It should not be a disappointment if governments choose direct nutrition intervention programmes. This may be the most practical step for a particular government at a particular time. However, a two-track approach ought to be encouraged in the 1980s, wherein governments can perceive those powerful policy changes that could make a real impact on malnutrition, while at the same time they support efficient intervention programmes that may not be as significant in terms of the number of people reached but that do at least provide some help.
Another major policy issue that governments will face involves the possibility of general food subsidies as distinct from those tightly targeted programme interventions, e.g., feeding children under age five. Food subsidies were adopted about a decade ago in Sri Lanka, though not primarily for nutritional reasons. They were adopted largely for political reasons. Those subsidies, however, produced dramatic health benefits and impressive improvements in life expectancy. They therefore raise the major issue of how much governments are willing to spend in a general food subsidy programme in order to achieve results similar to those realized in Sri Lanka. When the cost of subsidies almost bankrupted the country, Sri Lanka was forced to reduce the size of the subsidies in the early 1 970s and to cut the amount of the ration by 50 per cent. The result was an upturn in mortality rates. There was no other plausible explanation for changes in those mortality rates. This illustrates a finance/nutrition issue that other governments will also face.
The initial and recurring costs of any kind of government nutrition action, whether it is a programme or a subsidy on a countrywide basis, are a chronic problem that will confront governments in the 1980s and beyond. The task will become one of finding techniques for financing adequate programmes, or adequate largescale policies, without burdening government budgets to the extent that other major services have to be dropped. Some of these financing approaches may be in the form of international assistance. Others, and in my judgement more promising ones, may be in the form of policies to encourage local-level, community self-financing of programmes to improve health and nutrition. A few such examples exist in a number of developing countries. They need to be examined urgently, and the lessons learned about what is possible and what is not possible to do in solving nutrition problems at the local level need to be disseminated. Relying solely on uncertain government budget decisions is too risky. Politicians change, budgets change, but nutrition problems go on.
One of the most interesting examples of the relationship between policies that are not directly related to nutrition and nutrition and health came from Brazil. Between 1964 and 1974 the production of traditional staple foods in Brazil remained constant. However, soybean production increased from about 500,000 tons per year in 1964 to nearly 10 million tons in 1974. During that same period Brazil experienced inflation and population was increasing. The tremendous attention accorded to soybeans, it might be argued, was misdirected in that it may have displaced the production of traditional beans that were a dietary staple. The soybean crop was largely exported. How could a country with such poverty as exists in Brazil's Northeast sector, for example, and such nutrition problems, export 10 million tons of soybeans? In that same period, child death rates that had been declining in some Brazilian cities began to increase. This illustrates the close connection between the responsibilities of a government toward its people and the exigencies associated with international financial policies. Brazil had a huge foreign debt and it had to determine how to service that debt. One way was to export soybeans. The priorities are evident. Soybeans were exported in order for Brazil to stay alive financially. This is the kind of priority that those who are concerned with nutrition have to recognize before they can find ways to harmonize policies with nutrition objectives.
Countries are groping to take specific actions to reduce malnutrition. There are many in the nutrition field who are uncomfortable with the idea of intervening without having a firmer research basis on which to act. But most of them, I believe, will recognize the importance of doing what can be done while trying to learn what would be better solutions. The results of research do not have to be in before intervening. It may even be an ethical error to wait until they are.
There are some in the nutrition community who feel that the only answer to malnutrition is a sweeping redistribution of political and economic power, and that it is a waste of time and money to undertake nutrition intervention programmes. That is a position that has a peculiar arrogance attached to it. There is no need to tell people who are starving or suffering from malnutrition to wait until there is a revolution before they can expect help.
What will be necessary in the 1980s is a search for ways to harmonize conflicting policies and a need to accelerate the identification and preparation of specific policies and specific intervention programmes while outstanding scientific issues are being clarified. These must proceed together. If we wait for research results or political revolution, we will be acquiescing to life-threatening deprivation for literally millions of individuals in the next generation.
